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1. Introduction
Many Japanese students, even those who major in English literature, 
tend to hesitate to read English plays. The reasons for this are various: 
lack of experience of reading such works, even in Japanese, feelings of 
inferiority relating to English literature, antipathy to spoken language 
such as slang or colloquial grammar, and sometimes fear of English itself. 
Because of these things, lots of students donot feel that English plays are 
relevant to their lives. Some studies reveal that students’ anxiety about 
using second language affects their learning motivation adversely [1] [2]. 
Once they build walls that shield them from reading literary works and 
stay behind them, it can be quite difficult to convince them to approach the 
subject critically or with pleasure.
This essay considers classroom techniques for breaking down such 
walls, including text selection, group work, and presentation styles. In this 
case, the example of a choice for my class is Driving Miss Daisy by Alfred 
Uhry [3]. This class aimed particularly at students interested in American 
Literature. At first, the students did not know how to approach the text. 
However, before one month had passed, they started to enjoy discussing 
the details of and issues raised by the play, then independently researching 
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the social and cultural background. As a practical study, this essay will 
show how the students of a university in Japan came to read, understand 
and find pleasure in their study.
2. How to choose materials: Alfred Uhry and Driving Miss Daisy
Alfred Uhry is the only American playwright who won both Academy 
and Tony Awards and a Pulitzer Prize for Drama. His plays are based on 
his experiences of growing up Jewishin Atlanta, Georgia [4]. He not only 
draws upon his personal experiences, but also historic events, such as 
The Leo Frank trial in 1913, the premiere of Gone With the Wind in1939, 
the Jewish Temple bombing in 1958 and the Atlanta dinner honoring 
Martin Luther King Jr. for his Nobel Peace Prize in 1964. Reflecting the 
actual history of Atlanta, Uhry dramatizes the racial problems in Southern 
America not in a hostile or judgmental tone but in a somewhat more genial 
manner.
Driving Miss Daisy, Uhry’s most popular play, is the first of his 
“Atlanta Trilogy” which consists of two other plays: The Last Night of 
Ballyhoo and Parade. Among these, Driving Miss Daisy, a play produced 
in 1987, is the most well-known play not only in America but also in 
Japan, because it was adopted as a screenplay two years later. As a stage 
play, it won the Pulitzer Prize for drama in 1988 and, as a movie, it 
received four Academy Awards in 1990, including Best Picture [5]. For the 
best adapted screenplay, Uhry won both the Oscar and the Writers Guild 
of America’s award. In 2010 a Broadway revival of the play followed, as 
did touring productions in the United Kingdom and Australia. All of this 
means that the theme of the play still appeals to contemporary people and 
young university students. 
As for the plot, as many critics state, Driving Miss Daisy is a 
heartwarming play. The play opens with a scene in which an elderly 
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Jewish widow, Miss Daisy, crashes her car by hitting the gas pedal instead 
of the brake. Her son will not allow her to drive by herself and hires a 
black man, Hoke, as a chauffer. At first Miss Daisy does not like Hoke but 
they become close over 25 years. For the students who are inexperienced 
in reading English plays, stories which are accessible and have a 
happy ending are easy to approach, allowing them to overcome initial 
psychological hurdles. These points are the reasons to choose this play as 
the basis for the classes.
3. Lesson structure
In American Drama class, using the text and DVD of Driving 
Miss Daisy, the university students were taught about English language 
including slang, American culture and social problems, especially those in 
the South.
36 students in the class were divided into small 9 groups of four 
members. In the first class, 12 sophomores, 15 juniors and 9 seniors were 
placed in balance with the rate of years. Among them, 27 out of 36 (77%)
were taking a drama class for the first time. Each group was required to 
perform part of the text, which was usually 2 pages, in both English and 
Japanese. Then they gave a short presentation about their assigned scene. 
Some students talked about the race problems between Jewish, black and 
white people in the play, whilst others explained their interpretation of the 
characters. After their presentations, the students were corrected some of 
their mistranslations and given a short lecture about the social situation in 
Atlanta, sometimes being mentioned Uhry’s other plays such as The Last 
Night of Ballyhoo to help them understand the problems better. The other 
students who listened to the presentation also made some comments on it.
According to the questionnaire distributed at the end of the semester, 
34 out of 36 (96%) students were filled with a sense of achievement 
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and felt that they got to read the text critically and academically even 
though 27 out of 36 (77%) did not even know how to read a play at the 
beginning of the semester. Some examples of the titles of their final papers 
are followed: “The Role of Stage Directions in Driving Miss Daisy,” 
“Discussion of the Relationships between Race Discrimination and Alfred 
Uhry’s Depiction Techniques,” “Jews Living in American society,” “The 
Influence of Daisy’s Memories as a Jewish Teacher on Driving Miss 
Daisy.” They found their own topics and developed them by themselves. 
In order to make the students feel satisfied with the class and learn the 
play academically by themselves,there are mainly four steps to manage 
a literature class, especially a drama class, successfully for Japanese 
university students: removing their sense of anxiety by providing some 
anticipatory guidance, group working outside the class, performing in front 
of the class, and listening to the presentations of other groups. 
3-1. Removing the sense of anxiety
It is influential to remove their sense of unease in order to make 
them feel that this play is accessible. Surprisingly, they start building an 
emotional wall from the very first moment that they see the textbook. 
According to the questionnaire, as shown in Figure 1, almost 70% (22 
out of 36) had negative feelings about the play when they saw the cover 
and flip the pages. 11 students thought it looked interesting, but 18 felt 
it difficult, 2 found it inaccessible and another 2 thought it’s boring. One 
student stated on the questionnaire that some words looked difficult and 
ungraspable. 
As the survey on the anxiety of learning English of Japanese 
university students shows, thelower they keep the anxiety levels, the better 
they learn [6]. In order to get rid of such feelings of anxiety, in the second 
class, the students were provided with some short anticipatory guidance. 
For example, they understood that key words relating to the playwere 
racism in Atlanta, Americanized Jews, interracial friendship, aging, the 
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conflict between the generations. After that, they watched a short video 
clip of the movie. Consequently, 23 students came to regard Driving Miss 
Daisy as an interesting story as can been seen in Figure 2. For example, 
after the short lecture, the student mentioned previously came to know that 
those unfamiliar words were African American English, which he could 
understand if he looked at a special dictionary.
If there is an official trailer of the play, it can be a great help in 
turning the students’ fixed and negative images about the text into positive 
ones. As for the trailer of Driving Miss Daisy, its mood is depicted as 
comical and happy with a comfortable soundtrack [7]. The purpose of an 
official trailer is to attract an audience to the film. The students are also 
more likely to be intrigued to read. The questionnaire showed that some 
students who had previously assumed that Driving Miss Daisy was hard to 
approach changed their mind after watching the trailer. Therefore, to show 
some ways to access the text before group work helps the students become 
motivated to read literary works.
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3-2. Emphasis on group work
The next step is group work in the class. Elisabeth G. Gohen and 
Rachel A. Lotan define “group work” as “students working together in a 
group small enough so that everyone can participate on a clearly assigned 
learning task” [8]. They emphasize that during groupwork, the students are 
“expected to carry out their task without direct and immediate supervision 
of the teacher” [8]. The students should have authority and responsibility 
for their assigned task. Following this rule, I rarely interfered with 
their discussion in a dominant way except for the cases where they 
misread the text or searched for some irrelevant background. As a result, 
they developed a strong sense of responsibility towards making their 
translation and presentation. Outside the class, each group had a meeting 
independently to discuss the topic, made up a script and wrote a resume.
Some of the students’ comments on the effect of group work on the 
study ofthe play are following: “I felt that my world was broadened when 
my friends suggested some interpretation of the phrases which I couldn’t 
understand. It was much more impressive than the teacher’s one-man 
show,” “It was much tougher than other lectures, but I learned more,” 
“I could learn the topic more deeply than when I just memorize what a 
teacher talks about in class.” In this case, group work was quite effective 
for the Japanese students, in part because they were not used to doing it 
so much. Though it depends on the university, many Japanese students 
do not have frequent chances to talk about academic things and discuss 
the interpretation of a literary work with their friends.The questionnaire 
reveals that some students feel confounded by this teaching style when 
they read the syllabus, but 34 out of 36 (96%) students prefer group work 
to lecture style at the end.
3-3. Performance in front of the class
The third step is playing the roles of the characters and making a 
presentation in front of other classmates. The students are not forced to act 
51Reading English Plays Critically, Autonomously, and with Pleasure
out with gestures nor to memorize all of the lines like actors must. In the 
class, usually the students read outboth the original English text and the 
Japanese script they made, casting each character.
There are some criticisms which have negative idea about translating 
English text into Japanese, especially in TEFL journals. For instance, 
Nobuyuki Hino states that yakudoku, a word-by-word translation in 
Japanese traditional reading method, has many disadvantages: it limits 
the students’ reading speed, makes the students fatigue, and decreases 
efficiency of their understandings [9].
In the case of my drama class, however, translating is quite useful in 
building a logical and detailed interpretation of the play. It is because the 
purpose of translation in this class is not to make the students read English 
well nor to check their comprehension. Through the work of translating, 
the students obtain further understandings of the characters and a play.
For example, in Japanese there are many expressions for the first 
person such as “Watashi” “Atashi” “Uchi” “Boku” “Ore” “Washi” and 
so on, whilst there is only one word for it, “I,” in English. The students 
have to decide which one fits each character, examining the lines and the 
stage directions. One student wrote on the questionnaire that her group 
always discussed and translated the characters’ conversations, thinking 
consciously about where the characters might stand on the stage.
Furthermore, they made the effort to translate the lines into accurate 
and interesting Japanese with pleasure because they were the ones who 
would have to read the script. They cared about theatrical elocution, 
paying close attention to the context. Through this experience, they learned 
how to read a play properly.
3-4. Listening to other groups’ presentations
The last step is giving clear and critical feedback to other groups. 
Listening to the presentations of other groups is also useful in encouraging 
the students to study and read the text critically.It is noteworthy that 
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all students said that the presentations of other groups were useful to 
examine more deeply the topic of the play. They were inspired by the other 
classmates, saying that “I could learn many things our group never came 
up with.” 
Another benefit of doing feedback in the class is that inexperienced 
students are able to see higher quality discussions led by senior students. 
During the question and answer period after the presentation, mainly 
senior and junior students of the other groups actively asked questions 
about their translations and interpretations. Accordingly, they improved 
their skills to think critically as they answered pointed questions.
These four steps lead to promote self-reliance in the students and raise 
the academic level in terms of reading literature. A teacher only facilitates 
the discussion and sometimes give some academic advice.
4. Conclusion
It is essential to break down the students’ walls when it comes to 
their first impressions of literary works. Viewed in this light, famous plays 
are useful as texts because nowadays one can find many professional 
and amateur performances on the Internet, using sites such as YouTube. 
Foreign students can “see” the cultural differences and try to study them 
on their own terms. Therefore, this essay concludes that choosing dramatic 
works as the material for an English class and emphasizing group working 
are some of the most effective and efficient techniques to employ. As the 
next topic of discussion, it might remain to be seen how this method would 
work on science students.
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